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R  E  P  0  R  T 

ON  THE 

IMPROVEMENT  OF  THE  CHANNEL 

OF  THE 

MISSISSIPPI  RIYER 

OPPOSITE  THE  CITY  OF  ST.  LOUIS. 


The  Delegates  from  the  City  of  St.  Louis ,  submit  the  following  Report 
and  accompanying  Resolutions ,  upon  the  subject  of  obstructions  in  the 
Mississippi  River  opposite  St.  Louis,  to  the  consideration  of  the 
Memphis  Convention,  and  recommend  the  adoption  thereof: 

The  City  of  St.  Louis  is  placed  on  a  permanent  and  commanding  site, 
the  foundation  being  a  limestone  bluff  of  sufficient  elevation  above  high 
water  mark.  It  is  eighteen  miles  below  the  junction  of  the  Mississippi 
and  Missouri  rivers,  and  about  forty  below  the  mouth  of  the  Illinois. 
The  United  States  Arsenal  is  on  the  bank  of  the  river  immediately  ad¬ 
jacent  to  the  southern  limits  of  the  city,  and  Jefferson  Barracks  eight 
miles  further  down.  St.  Louis  being  the  first  convenient  location  for 
a  city  below  the  mouth  of  the  Missouri,  is  naturally  considered  the  head 
of  navigation  for  the  larger  class  of  steam  boats  trading  to  New  Orleans, 
as  it  is  the  stopping  point  of  the  smaller  ones  engaged  in  the  trade  of  the 
upper  Mississippi,  Missouri  and  Illinois.  It  is  consequently  at  this 
point  that  the  changes  and  transshipments  take  place,  necessary  to  for¬ 
ward  to  market  the  vast  agricultural  and  mineral  products  of  Iowa  and 
Wisconsin,  and  the  most  fertile  and  productive  portions  of  Missouri  and 
Illinois. 

The  imports  and  supplies  for  those  regions  necessarily  are  furnished 
by,  and  pass  through  St.  Louis,  which  renders  it  the  grand  emporium 
of  the  trade  of  the  upper  valley  of  the  Mississippi,  as  evidenced  by 
the  fact  of  its  being  next  to  New  Orleans,  the  greatest  steamboat  port 
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in  the  west,  if  not  in  the  world.  Its  tonnage  as  registered  at  the  United 
States  Custom  House,  (the  city  being  also  a  port  of  entry,)  amounts  to 
twenty  thousand  four  hundred  and  twenty-four  tons,  against  fourteen 
thousand  seven  hundred  and  twenty-seven,  in  the  year  1842;  an  in¬ 
crease  of  nearly  forty  per  cent  in  three  years.  In  addition  to  this 
amount  owned  at  St.  Louis,  as  much  more  tonnage  is  required  by  its 
trade  during  the  spring  season,  which  is  furnished  from  New  Orleans 
and  the  cities  on  the  Ohio  river.  The  total  of  steam  boat  arrivals  at  St. 
Louis,  was  in  1839,  fourteen  hundred  and  seventy-six,  with  an  aggregate 
tonnage  of  213,193  tons.  In  1840,  the  arrivals  were  seventeen  hun¬ 
dred  and  twenty-one — tonnage,  244,185.  In  1844,  the  arrivals  were 
two  thousand  one  hundred  and  five;  and  tonnage  371,691,  of  which 
eleven  hundred  and  twenty-one  arrivals  took  place  in  the  months  of 
March,  April,  May,  June  and  July,  giving  nearly  eight  per  day.  The 
arrivals  and  aggregate  of  tonnage  this  year,  will  be  equal  to  those  of  the 
last,  although  the  Missouri  and  Illinois  rivers,  have  been  for  the  last 
two  months,  almost  closed  to  navigation,  by  unusual  low  water.  The 
arrivals  for  the  month  of  May,  alone,  this  season  were  three  hundred , 
(nearly  10  per  diem,)  with  an  aggregate  tonnage  of  55,024  tons.  From 
these  figures,  some  idea  may  be  formed  of  the  vast  amount  of  the  com¬ 
merce,  dependent  for  many  facilities  in  its  transaction,  upon  the  city  of 
St.  Louis,  and  which,  as  thegradual  increase  proves,  is  yet  in  its  infancy. 
What  this  commerce,  now  believed  to  exceed  fifty  millions  of  dollars 
per  annum,  will  amount  to  in  time  to  come,  when  Missouri  and  Illinois, 
Iowa  and  Wisconsin,  shall  be  thoroughly  settled  and  cultivated,  ai>dl  the 
trade  of  Oregon,  New  Mexico  and  California,  flow1  down  the  Missouri, 

0  __ 

it  is  impossible  even  to  conjecture.  From  the  records  kept  by  the  Har¬ 
bor  Master,  it  appears  that  50,000  bags  coffee,  worth  $600,000  ;  150,000 
bags  salt,  worth  $200,000;  12,000  hhds.  sugar,  worth  $700,000,  and 
200,000  packages  of  merchandise ;  consisting  of  dry  goods ,  boots  and 
shoes,  hardware,  cutlery,  furniture,  fancy  articles,  &c.  &c.,  which  may 
be  estimated  at  fifty  dollars  a  package,  at  about  $10,000,000,  will  be  land¬ 
ed  and  received  at  St.  Louis  this  year,  eleven  and  a  half  millions,  for  only 
a  portion  of  the  numberless  articles  imported.  Four  of  the  heaviest 
articles  of  export  are  selected,  further  to  illustrate  the  increase  of  this 
commerce.  The  Lead  received  and  shipped  from  St.  Louis  was  in  1841, 
453,000  pigs.  In  1845  the  amount  will  exceed  700,000;  say  50,000,- 
000  pounds,  worth  $1,600,000.  Of  wheat  and  flour,  the  receipts  ill  • 
1841  were,  (in  bushels  wheat,)  1,107,000  bushels.  In  1845,  th« 
amount  will  be  from  a  million  and  three  quarters  to  two  millions  of 
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bushels,  worth  over  $1,200,000.  The  tobacco  shipped  in  1841,  was 
nine  thousand  hhds.  This  year  the  receipts  will  goto  15,000  hhds, — 
worth  over  $1,000,000.  The  hemp  crop  of  1841  landed  at  St.  Louis, 
was  1600  tons.  In  1845  it  will  go  to  10,000  tons — worth  $700,000 
The  amounts  of  these  two  last  important  staples,  are  less  than  usual 
this  season,  owing  to  short  production  last  year,  and  the  difficulty  of 
getting  them  to  market  this  fall,  from  the  low  stage  of  water  in  the 
upper  rivers.  To  these  articles  must  be  added  pork,  bacon,  lard,  beef, 
bagging,  bale  rope,  wool,  furs  and  peltries,  beeswax,  corn,  oats,  hides, 
flaxseed,  castor  oil,  beans,  butter,  cheese,  onions,  potatoes,  tallowr,  hay, 
horses,  mules,  cattle,  hogs  and  sheep,  amounting  to  more  than  three 
millions  of  dollars  ;  and  which  with  two  millions  of  specie,  go  to  make 
up  the  list  of  our  exports,  and  balance  in  part  the  imports.  It  must  be 
remembered,  that  the  returns  for  the  heavy  amounts  of  dry  goods,  sent 
to  New  Mexico,  are  mostly  made  in  specie — and  that  a  vast  amount  of 
capital  is  annually  brought  into  the  country  by  emigrants,  in  the  shape 
of  merchandise,  which  is  permanently  invested,  and  requires  no  corres¬ 
ponding  export  to  offsett.  This  fact,  in  connexion  with  the  amounts  sup¬ 
plied  to  the  government  for  army  subsistence  and  its  Indian  operations, 
if  borne  in  mind,  will  reconcile  the  apparent  discrepancy  betwreen  the 
imports  and  exports. 

That  the  improvement  of  St.  Louis,  has  kept  pace  with  the  wants 
and  necessities  of  this  commerce,  the  following  comparative  statement 
of  its  increase  in  population  and  wealth  since  the  year  1830,  will  abun¬ 
dantly  show  :  The  population  of  the  city  was — • 


In  the  year  1830  5,852  souls.  Taxable  property  $1,144,000 

“  “  1835  8,316  “  “  “  2,222,000 

“  “  1840  16,291  “  “  “  8,658,000 

“  “  1845  36,285  “  “  13,607,000 

The  census  was  taken  about  the  first  of  January,  and  the  population 
is  now,  no  doubt,  40,000  in  the  city  limits,  to  which  may  be  added 
5,000  in  the  suburbs. 

It  is  surely  unnecessary  to  insist,  at  length,  upon  the  inconveniencies, 
which  the  commerce  of  the  whole  upper  valley  of  the  Mississippi  must 
suffer,  should  a  change  in  the  channel  of  the  river,  opposite  St.  Louis, 
render  its  wharves  and  docks,  its  warehouses  and  manufactories,  inacces¬ 
sible ;  and  the  millions  expended  in  their  erection,  useless.  To  say 
nothing  of  the  loss  to  St.  Louis  and  its  inhabitants,  how  long  must  it 
necessarily  be,  until  another  eligible  site  * could  be  selected,  and  so  im¬ 
proved  as  to  accommodate  this  already  enormous  and  rapidly  increasing 
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commerce.  Would  it  not  be  impossible,  for  years,  to  supply  the  indis¬ 
pensable  requirements  of  that  commerce,  thus  cut  off  and  suspended? 

Who  can  calculate  the  losses  that  would  be  suffered  in  the  meantime, 
by  the  people  of  the  great  valley,  in  inconvenience,  delays  and  extra 
charges,  for  want  of  these  facilities  ?  But  there  are  other  considerations 
affecting  the  immediate  interests  of  the  General  Government,  as  well 
as  more  remotely,  those  of  the  people  of  the  entire  valley,  and  the  in- 
1  habitants  of  the  Great  American  Bottom  in  particular.  These  conside¬ 
rations  are  based  upon  the  nature  of  the  obstructions,  which  threaten 
entirely  to  shut  out  St.  Louis,  the  United  States  Arsenal  and  Jefferson 
Barracks  from  the  channel  of  the  Mississippi  river.  These  obstruc¬ 
tions  consist  of  an  immense  sandbank  called  Duncan’s  Island,  extending 
from  the  United  States  Arsenal  to  about  the  centre  of  the  City,  and  lying 
near  the  Missouri  shore.  Commencing  some  distance  below  the  upper 
end  of  this  bar,  another,  called  Bloody  Island  has  formed,  which  lies  in 
the  middle  of  the  channel  and  extends  up  nearly  to  the  northern  limits 
of  the  city'.  The  continual  increase  of  these  sand  banks,  and  at  the 
same  time  the  widening  and  deepening  of  the  channel  east  of  Bloody 
Island,  by  the  rapid  abrasion  of  the  main  land  on  the  Illinois  side,  de¬ 
monstrate,  that  the  current  must  soon  cease  to  pass  along  the  Missouri 
shore,  unless  preventive  measures  are  speedily  resorted  to,  to  counteract 
the  natural  causes  now  in  operation  to  produce  such  a  result.  The  ef¬ 
fect  must  be  to  leave  St.  Louis  and  the  United  States  Arsenal,  about  a 
mile  from  the  river.  It  is  eas’y  to  see  the  loss  and  inconvenience  the 
Government  itself  would  suffer  in  such  an  event,  when  the  position  of 
St.  Louis  and  the  Arsenal,  and  their  relation  to  all  the  posts  now  in  ex¬ 
istence,  or  hereafter  to  be  established  north  and  west  of  this  point  are 
considered.  The  amount  of  stores,  Indian  annuities,  munitions  of  war, 
money,  &c.,  kept  by  the  Government  in  this  vicinity,  and  hence  distri¬ 
buted  to  more  distant  stations  ;  and  the  loss  and  inconvenience  that  would 
result  from  a  change,  would  alone  justify  immediate  measures,  to  pre¬ 
vent  such  a  necessity.  But  the  evil  wdll  not  stop  here.  The  nature  of 
the  alluvial  bottom  on  the  Illinois  shore,  is  such  that  the  abrasion  must 
continue  with  accelerated  force  and  rapidity,  as  a  heavier  current  (in 
this  event  the  whole  force  of  the  river)  will  be  directed  against  it,  until 
the  bed  of  the  river  would  be  entirely  changed,  and  the  channel  pass 
along  the  base  of  the  Illinois  bluff,  six  miles  distant.  A  chain  of  lakes 
in  that  part  of  the  Great  Bottom,  indicate  that  such  has  once  been  the 
position  of  the  channel  of  the  river.  In  this  event,  St.  Louis  would 
become  an  inconsiderable  inland  village,  and  Jefferson  Barracks  and  the 
Arsenal  be  abandoned,  although  they  have  cost  Government  $350,000. 
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But  a  far  more  important  consequence  of  such  a  change,  would  be 
the  increased  danger  and  difficulty  of  navigation  for  many  miles  caused 
thereby,  and  the  loss  of  untold  millions  of  property  annually  passing 
over  that  part  of  the  river  ;  not  to  mention  the  destruction  and  devasta¬ 
tion  which  would  result  to  the  inhabitants  of  the  American  Bottom, 
whose  farms  wrould  rapidly  disappear,  and  become  portions  of  the  turbid 
current.  Every  one  conversant  with  the  character  of  the  Mississippi 
river  knows,  that  any  change  of  the  channel  into  a  new  bed,  is  attended 
with  increased  peril  to  navigation,  as  the  stumps  and  logs  embedded  in 
the  alluvial  soil,  must  be  found,  to  be  avoided  ;  and  frequently  cause  the 
loss  of  many  boats,  involving  property  to  a  large  amount,  and  the  lives 

of  valuable  citizens,  before  they  become  known,  or  are  sufficiently  ap- 

/ 

parent  to  be  removed  by  the  snag  boats. 

A  few  hundred  thousand  dollars,  properly  expended  in  making  dykes 
from  Bloody  Island  to  the  Illinois  shore,  will  prevent  all  these  threat¬ 
ened  evils,  which  have  probably  so  far  been  rather  accelerated  by  the 
unfinished  works,  commenced  by  the  Government  at  the  foot  of  Bloody 
Island.  This  work  is  national ,  and  not  local  in  its  character  ;  for  its 
advantages  will  accrue  to  the  General  Government,  as  well  as  to  the 
people  of  almost  the  whole  valley  of  the  Mississippi.  The  fact  that  it 
would  save  from  ruin  the  40,000  inhabitants  of  St.  Louis,  and  also  bene¬ 
fit  the  adjacent  portions  of  Missouri  and  Illinois,  should  certainly  take 
nothing  from  its  claims,  as  one  of  the  western  interests  worthy  the  at¬ 
tention  of  Congress. 

In  this  view  of  the  case,  the  conviction  is  forced  upon  us  that  the 
work  ought  to  be  done,  and  as  speedily  as  possible,  by  the  General  Gov¬ 
ernment,  and  this  conviction  is  strengthened  by  the  consideration,  that 
neither  the  City  of  St.  Louis,  nor  the  State  of  Missouri  have  any  power 
to  erect  works  to  control  the  channel  of  the  Mississippi,  the  same  being 
a  national  highway,  and  the  boundary  between  two  States ;  and  as  such 
under  the  jurisdiction,  only ,  in  a  case  of  this  kind,  of  the  Government 
of  the  United  States. 

Therefore ,  be  it  resolved ,  by  the  delegates  in  Convention  assembled 
at  Memphis, 

First — That  the  obstructions  in  the  Mississippi  river,  opposite  the 
City  of  St.  Louis,  are  injurious,  not  alone  to  said  City,  but  to  the  inter¬ 
ests  of  a  large  portion  of  the  inhabitants  of  the  Mississippi  valley,  con¬ 
nected  therewith  by  the  bonds  of  a  mutually  advantageous  and  rapidly 
growing  commerce. 

Second— -That  immediate  and  efficient  steps  ought  to  be  taken  by  the 
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Congress  of  the  United  States,  to  remove  said  obstructions,  and  j>re vent 
their  future  recurrence. 

Third — To  accomplish  this  object,  be  it  further  resolved,  that  the 
members  of  this  Convention,  do  recommend  to  their  respective  repre¬ 
sentatives  in  Congress,  the  claims  of  St.  Louis  upon  this  subject,  as  one 
of  the  Western  Interests,  worthy  of  their  hearty  support,  and  which 
demands  an  appropriation  sufficient  in  a  single  season,  to  render  the  nav¬ 
igation  of  the  Mississippi  at  that  point  certain  and  safe,  and  the  Landing 
at  the  wharf  of  St.  Louis,  at  all  times  accessible. 

Fourth — That  this  Convention,  is  influenced  in  making  this  recom¬ 
mendation,  as  well  by  the  public  utility  and  national  character  of  the 
work,  as  by  the  conviction  that  neither  the  city  of  St.  Louis  nor  the 
State  of  Missouri,  have  any  power  to  execute  permanent  works  beyond 
their  own  boundaries,  to  control  the  channel  of  the  Mississippi  river  ; 
over  which,  alone,  the  Federal  Government  has  sufficient  jurisdiction  ; 
and  to  that  government,  only,  must  those  interested  look  for  relief  in  the 
premises. 
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PROCEEDINGS 


IN  THE 

CONVENTION  AT  MEMPHIS. 


The  foregoing  report,  and  accompanying  resolutions,  were  referred  to 
the  ‘‘Committee  on  Western  Rivers,”  and  by  that  Committee  reported 
back  to  the  Convention,  without  amendment ,  and  the  adoption  of  the 
resolutions  unanimously  recommended.  A  resolution  was  then  adopted, 
re-committing  said  report  and  all  others  made  to  the  Convention ,  to  a  spe¬ 
cial  Committee  of  one  member  from  each  state  and  territory  represented 
in  the  Convention;  which  Committee  reported  the  nineteen  general  reso¬ 
lutions  passed  by  the  convention ;  the  sixteenth  of  which  embraces 
the  substance  of  the  resolutions  appended  to  the  foregoing,  and  is  in  the 
following  words : 

u  Resolved,  that  efficient  steps  should  be  taken  by  the  General  Govern¬ 
ment,  to  remove  and  prevent  the  recurrence  of  the  obstacles  in  the  Mis¬ 
sissippi  River,  opposite  the  city  of  St.  Louis,  so  that  the  Harbor  there 
may  at  all  times  be  accessible,  as  objects  of  public  utility  and  of  a  na¬ 
tional  character,  and  entirely  beyond  the  ability  of  Missouri  to  accom¬ 
plish.” 

Objection  was  made  to  the  passage  of  this  resolution,  upon  the  ground 
that  it  embraced  a  special  improvement,  and  the  only  one  recommended  by 
the  Committee.  The  matter,  however,  having  been  fully  explained  to  the 
Convention,  by  Messrs.  Allen  &  Goode  of  Missouri,  and  Mr.  Guthrie 
of  Kentucky  ,and  a  representation  having  been  made  of  the  great  interest 
which  the  General  Government  had  in  the  improvement,  as  well  as 
the  vast  amount  of  property,  real  and  personal,  jeopardised  by  its  de¬ 
lay,  and  the  urgent  necessity  of  immediate  attention  to  the  same  being 
fully  demonstrated,  the  resolution  was  adopted  by  the  following  vote: 

For  the  adoption — -Kentucky,  Arkansas,  Missouri,  Illinois,  Iowra  Ter¬ 
ritory,  Indiana,  Mississippi,  Tennessee,  Virginia,  Louisiana  and  Penn¬ 
sylvania — eleven. 

Against  the  adoption-—  Alabama,  South  Carolina,  Texas  and  Ohio — 
four. 


